Pierre Lecuire, who died in 2013 at the age of 91, occupies a distinctive, if little known, position in the French literary and artistic world. For over half a century, he collaborated on books with contemporary artists including Nicolas de Staël, Zao Wou-ki, and Geneviève Asse, and invited composers, such as Pierre Boulez, to contribute to book and performance projects. Many libraries and museums, from the Library of Congress in Washington to the National Art Library at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, possess all of his books, and the Bibliothèque nationale de France dedicated an important exhibition to his work in the Galerie Mansart in 2001. Yet Lecuire refused to be part of the traditional publishing world; he may have followed some of the conventions of the luxurious French livre d'artiste [artist's book 1 ]
Age of the Illustrated Book in France 1870 France -1970 . 4 His output can therefore teach us much about collaboration between writers, artists and musicians, and the ensuing interactions of textual and visual forms within the pages of a book. In this article, we will explore Lecuire's publishing endeavours, examining his well-established interest in the materiality of the book form, which could be said to lead to a notion of an ideal book. But we would like to suggest that this emphasis on the material is, rather, inseparable from the virtual once unfinished and absent books and associated documents also created by Lecuire are taken into account. We argue that the unfinished plays an essential role in his work which places it within a broader Modernist project and suggests unexpected affinities with writers such as Blaise Cendrars, whose La Légende de Novgorode had never been seen until recently despite appearing in Cendrars' bibliographies, and Henri Michaux, who had planned the publication of an atlas including images to accompany his account of imaginary travels, Voyage en Grande Garabagne. 5 Critics generally agree that Lecuire's interest in book form is a predominantly material one. 6 Lecuire repeatedly tells us that he aspires towards a Mallarmean 'livre total' [total book], which can be looked at, but also touched; smelled, but also heard. He does not want his books to be read, however: 'Je ne veux pas qu'on lise mes livres mais qu'on les voie' [I don't want my books to be read, but rather seen]. 7 His books are monumental in ambition, as is his entire project. There is no doubt that this is a creator who has a great attachment to the book form itself, to the tactile and deeply intimate experience of reading a book, not in a nostalgic sense, but rather in the sense of the book having some sort of mystical, transcendental power. It provides a structure through which meaning can emerge:
La demarche du poète dans le livre tend à enfermer les forces du monde à l'intérieur d'un ordre et d'un modèle. C'est donc une réserve, un réservoir de vie qu'il forme, un vivier de mots auxquels s'appliquent les règles du Verbe. […] le Livre est une colonne de cristal qui avance à travers les déserts, reflétant les perspectives et les théorèmes du monde, si transparente que le Nom qu'elle reflète se volatilise et jaillit en millions d'éclats dont chacun à son tour réforme la Lumière. 8 The poet works within the Book toward locking the forces of the world into an order and a model. Thus he builds a reserve, a reservoir of life, a pond stocked with words subject to the rules of the Verb […] the Book is a crystal column crossing deserts, reflecting the perspectives and theorums of the world. It is so transparent that the name it reflects becomes air and bursts into a billion sparks, each of which becomes Light. 9 This airy transparency is present, for instance, in a book entitled L'Air [Air], published by Lecuire in 1964, with a poem by him and 12 dry-point engravings by Geneviève Asse. The book was set by the typographers, Marthe Fequet and Pierre Baudier, with whom Lecuire worked from 1953 to 1982. Here content meets form as the book strives to represent its subject matter through its own materiality. As is noted in The Grolier Club catalogue:
Air, the theme of the poems, is present in the double folds of the ultra-light China paper, the pale layout of the Elzevir type on the page, the blank spaces of the drypoints, the balsa wood of the box, the elliptical 'R' (pronounced 'air' in French). 10 Asse's delicate, geometrical dry-points, similarly to those contained in Art poétique [The Art of Poetry, 1995] , another collaboration between Asse and Lecuire, are so restrained as to be barely visible.
Lecuire's foregrounding, in this case accompanied by Asse, of all that is absent and ephemeral through the use of blank space is characteristic of a certain type of poetic and visual production during the twentieth century. The forefather of this output is Stéphane Mallarmé and it has often been argued that Lecuire's reflections on the book form recall Mallarmé's ideas on the book as a spiritual instrument: 'tout, au monde, existe pour aboutir à un livre' [everything, in the world, exists to end up in a book]. 11 which one has lost the habit of reflecting about and being surprised at, once again becomes a more or less decipherable mystery, at least to the extent that its decipherment arrests us and makes us stumble on the very concept of what one is unfurlingrather than leafing through. 13 Lecuire's books make us reflect on the book itself and representations of it, reminding us of the sacred, religious implications of this form. Indeed, reflection in all its senses is central to Lecuire Wou-ki uses are ideograms that represent 'the book' and 'a gathering of books'. The book, then, is essential to Lecuire's creative oeuvre in terms of both form and content. It seems that a body of work could hardly be more self-reflexive or more reliant on its material support.
We would argue, however, that the relationship between material books and books that do not exist is not just one in which those material books point to an ideal absent book. Rather, in the cases that we will go on to examine, non-existent, virtual, but particular absent projects are given material form by Lecuire in two ways: he transforms elements of uncompleted projects into new ones, and he produces supplementary material surrounding the production of the works.
In this way, we are considering his project as process. In their introduction to The Art of the Project: projects and experiments in modern French culture, Johnnie Gratton and Michael Sheringham argue that 'the "work" made available to the reader/viewer is […] very often an account of the conduct of the project or experiment, the record or trace of its success or failure, its consistency with or deviation from its initial premises.' 16 Lecuire's supplementary material constitutes 'epitexts', a subcategory of Genette's 'paratexts'; either contemporaneous with a book's publication, or produced subsequently, and either public or private, epitexts are associated with a book rather than being integral to it (Genette gives examples including correspondence and interviews). 17 They shed light on the book or the processes of its production, and all paratexts are to a greater or lesser extent intended by the author to influence its reception. 18 We shall argue that Lecuire does direct the interpretation of his work. The remainder of this article will examine two of Lecuire's early collaborations with Nicolas de Staël that never came to fruition in the forms that had been envisaged for them: a collaborative work to be called
Tombeau d'Hercules Seghers [The Tomb of Hercules Seghers] and a series of ballets for which
Lecuire and René Char would write the scenarios. Material that had been prepared for those projects was not abandoned, and we will trace its various afterlives, thereby demonstrating how the provisional, unfinished and indeed unwritten work can be not only a legitimate foundation for literary and artistic creativity, but also enable a redefinition of his project.
The collaboration between de Staël and Lecuire was that of an older, more experienced artist who was admired greatly by the younger Lecuire, still a student when they met in 1945. 19 Lecuire published de Staël's letters to him in more than one edition, and the letters outline the artist's engagement with what Lecuire was thinking and writing about him. 20 Staël, who then offered reflections on them. 21 This process is examined in a recent article, which outlines the extent to which Lecuire was in the shadow of de Staël, but then argues that he emerged from it, though obviously marked by their friendship, and that de Staël in turn was affected by Lecuire's response to his work. 22 He also produced a text called L'Art qui vient à l'avant [Art which goes before], which began as an exhibition catalogue essay that was never published. Lecuire published it in book form after it was returned to him anonymously in 1965. 23 The letters trace the development of But de Staël saw in them an airiness created by the fine lines, which, he wrote, appeared to have been produced by just a blade of grass. 28 De Staël's own etchings were indeed dominated by white space, but it did not seem possible to arrive at a satisfactory whole.
After the project was abandoned, some of the etchings de Staël had produced in preparation for Tombeau d'Hercules Seghers were incorporated instead into Ballets-minute Seghers' own etching, which perhaps echoes the virtual Tombeau that was at the origin of the enterprise. In another instance of the virtual, these two books were supposed to be followed by Le livre des livres III, which was never produced.
The The traces of this (pride and) project can be found in two 'ballet books' by Lecuire: [Metamorphosis], produced for the Bibliothèque Nationale de France in 2000. 47 The importance accorded not only to telling the tale of works that did not take their original planned form, but also to the extraneous material itself, suggests that the non-existent Tombeau d'Hercules Seghers and the ballets that were never performed are nevertheless central to Lecuire's work as virtual productions. Lecuire's use of the term 'relics' is in line with his understanding of the book as mystical, but, in addition, implies that the material surrounding the Tombeau is to be venerated.
Ballets
The material is valuable because of its existence as part of a former project. Relics are material objects whose status comes from their supposedly being actual parts of a venerated saint; in this they differ from icons, whose power resides in their ability to call to mind an absent figure Lecuire comments that they were both wondering who was at fault, and suggests that the writing of Voir Nicolas de Staël might have interfered with it because they were working on the two projects in parallel. In any case, he claims to have been convinced that their new proposed collaboration, Ballets-minute, would make up for its loss, and states that he has already moved on from the Tombeau. 49 While the function of some of the comments in Lettres de Nicolas de Staël à Pierre
Lecuire is factual and explanatory, overall they aim at imposing Lecuire's interpretation of his relationship with de Staël and, in particular, the impression of his own achievements that he wishes to convey. They have persuasive force and demonstrate the authorial control that the epitext can be used to assert. 50 This failure of this further virtual book does not appear to concern Lecuire. It is clear, therefore, that the image of Pierre Lecuire as the architect aiming at an ideal book must be nuanced. His architectural project, with its rigorous attention to typography and layout, and organisationoften retrospectiveof all his works into an interconnecting whole, demonstrates his wish to control not only the whole process of book production, but that of his entire oeuvre and its In transforming elements from abandoned projects into new books, Lecuire neither forgot those projects nor kept them as untouched, non-existent ideal books. Rather, the new books testify to the virtual existence of the abandoned ones in resolutely material form. In the same way, his production of notes, dossiers and annotations designed to direct interpretation of the books reinforces the importance he accords to the books through their status as 'relics' of them, as well as taking a form that is both material and apparently mystical. Unlike the poets and editors of L'Éphémère, who refused to explain their approach, and whose texts deliberately avoid describing the engravings that inspired them, Lecuire's need to add material surrounding his otherwise rigorous books with their pared-down illustrations testifies to a distinctive relationship to the material that sets him apart from de Staël and from his contemporaries in the literary and publishing world, but suggests potential parallels with writers such as Michaux and Cendrars.
Michaux published paratexts to several of his works, including 'Postface' to Mouvements 56 , the first book containing experimentation with signs, and the preface to the 1963 edition of Un barbare en Asie which directs the reader towards a more nuanced understanding of these potentially controversial texts. 57 Cendrars' experimentation with rewriting and intertextuality is close to Lecuire's recycling and reusing texts and artistic works although Cendrars is far more playful in his approach. His 'Avis aux chercheurs et aux curieux!' contained in L'Homme foudroyé 58 is a ludic nod in the direction of the plagiarised material to be found in Kodak (Documentaire), a collection of poems published in 1924. However, neither of these creators published epitexts. Lecuire's work is above all important for us to consider in terms of the interaction between text and image; his collaborations with various artists and musicians and, in particular, de Staël, are richly instructive with regard to aesthetic processes and the relationship between the poet, the artist and their work more generally. His foregrounding of the material helps us to understand how representation works within the pages of the artist's book. But it is ultimately his constant return to the provisional fragment, a broadly Modernist concern, which teaches us the most about his creative project. 
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